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Abstract

Given the social and emotional tolls of the COVID-19 pandemic on college and uni-
versity students, many students have become academically disengaged during the
pandemic. Although some colleges and universities have the capacity to promote
social support for their students, research has yet to comprehensively demonstrate
the relationship between social support and academic engagement. To fill this gap,
we leverage survey results from four universities across the United States and Israel.
Through multi-group structural equation modelling, we explore (a) how perceived
social support relates to being emotionally unavailable for learning, (b) how this
relationship is partially explained through coping and COVID-19 concerns, and (c)
how these relationships can differ across countries. We find that students who per-
ceived higher levels of social support had lower rates of being emotionally unavail-
able for learning. Part of this relationship occurred through greater rates of coping
and, subsequently, fewer concerns about the pandemic. We also noticed significant
differences in these relationships between countries. We conclude with a discussion
of study implications for higher education policies and practices.
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1 Introduction

Since the earliest cases of the novel coronavirus were diagnosed in December of
2019 in Wuhan, China, the impact of COVID-19 has rapidly spread to numerous
countries and communities around the globe. As of January 2023, the U.S. had
nearly 1.1 million deaths, while Israel had over 12,000 deaths (Johns Hopkins Coro-
navirus Resource Center, 2023). In both countries, institutions of higher education
rapidly shifted to virtual formats to protect public health, while offering continued
educational services to meet the needs of students.

As young adults normally have higher rates of anxiety, depression, suicide, and
substance use (Goodwin et al., 2020), it is unsurprising that COVID-19 stressors
have exacerbated their mental health outcomes. In particular, college students have
demonstrated concerns about contracting COVID-19, concerns about becoming ill
from the virus, and concerns about others in their social network contracting the
virus (Tasso et al., 2021). Numerous studies have demonstrated that college students
report high levels of anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic symptoms (PTS) in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Copeland et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2020;
Wang et al., 2020). Unsurprisingly, college students’ mental health appears to be
associated with student concerns about their own academic performance (Son et al.,
2020) and pandemic-related academic delays (Cao et al., 2020).

For many college students, the higher education system is responsible for not
only providing education, but also material support—including housing, dining, and
employment—and social support—including peer groups, clubs, and physical and
mental health services. Indeed, the environmental aspects of universities can have a
strong impact on students’ academic approach and achievement (Lizzio et al., 2002),
particularly in times of crisis. Current investigations suggest that students’ COVID-
19 concerns—in the context of social isolation and dramatically different learning
environments—can contribute to negative impacts on their mental health and well-
being (Berger et al., 2021; Browning et al., 2021; Cao et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020),
which can hinder their ability to concentrate and engage with online learning (Son
et al., 2020).

As a result, research has begun to demonstrate a decrease in academic engage-
ment due to the pandemic (Browning et al., 2021). As noted by Daniels et al. (2021),
academic engagement is multi-dimensional and be operationalized in many differ-
ent ways. For example, Fredricks et al. (2004), consider cognitive, behavioral, and
emotional dimensions in their conceptualization of academic engagement. In nearly
all conceptualizations, emotional academic engagement tends to focus on students’
attitudes towards their courses. As a result, achievement-related emotions, such as
hope, pride, relief, anger, and anxiety (Pekrun et al., 2011), are common explora-
tions within the emotional academic engagement literature.

Even in times of widely experienced external stressors, such as the COVID-
19 pandemic, emotional academic engagement tends to focus specific aspects
of students’ courses, and less about external factors. For example, Daniels et al.
(2021) examined emotional engagement in relationship to students’ goals dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic; however, their construct of emotional academic
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engagement—originally developed by Sun and Rueda (2012)—was focused more
on particular aspects of students’ courses, and less about learning engagement in
general. Furthermore, Chiu’s study (2022) examining learning environments and
students’ emotional academic engagement during the pandemic also uses a measure
that focuses on course interest and excitement, as opposed to learning engagement
in general.

Thus, even though many studies have explored academic engagement broadly
during the pandemic—including emotional academic engagement, less is known
about students’ emotional availability—and wunavailability—for learning in gen-
eral. Although there is not a standardized, validated construct for emotional avail-
ability for learning, some research has explored emotional engagement in learning
in direct relation to external stressors, like the COVID-19 pandemic. Most notably,
Moreno-Fernandez et al. (2020) use the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Student Survey
and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Students to examine how burnout relates
to academic engagement among pharmacy students during the pandemic. Similarly,
Mesghina et al. (2021) used the Impact of Events Scale and the Mind Wandering
Questionnaire to explore how COVID-19 distresses can increase distractions and
decrease learning for college students during the pandemic. In each case, emotional
disengagement in learning was partly attributed to external factors (i.e. the pan-
demic), as opposed to solely attributed to the specific aspects of courses themselves.
Nevertheless, neither study was able to capture a unified construct resembling emo-
tional disengagement in learning from external stressors. In this regard, Hindel et al.
(2022) examined readiness for digital learning and emotional perceptions during
the pandemic. While Hiéndel et al. (2022) conceptualization of readiness for aca-
demic engagement focused on having the necessary equipment and technical skills
for learning, their focus on learning readiness can be applied to emotional academic
engagement as well (e.g. students’ emotional readiness to learn).

Thus, building off prior literature, we conceptualize a new dimension of emo-
tional academic engagement: emotional availability for learning. By doing so, we
add to the literature by exploring emotional disengagement from learning as result-
ing from external stressors (i.e. the pandemic), as opposed to internal aspects of a
particular course (e.g. excitement, interest, etc.). Here, we conceive that external
stressors may occupy students’ emotions and therefore make them less emotionally
available for learning.

While recent research has explored COVID-19 concerns and its association with
mental health and academic engagement (Son et al., 2020), previous research has
not fully explored how protective factors such as social support may be related.
For example, using survey data from China, Zhou and Yu (2021) found that social
support was related to students’ online learning self-efficacy and, ultimately, well-
being; yet, the authors did not explore students’ emotional availability for learning
or the mediating relationships between social support and learning. When consid-
ering the importance of social support in students’ well-being—especially among
non-traditional students (Raaper et al., 2022), it is important not only to understand
if social support is related to academic engagement, but also how it is related, so
that interventions can be appropriately crafted. Given that colleges and universi-
ties often have some capacity to provide social support to students—either directly
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through one-on-one services or indirectly through group facilitations, research that
can comprehensively demonstrate the relationship between receiving social support
and being emotionally available for learning has the ability to guide university poli-
cies and practices both during and after COVID-19.

In order to explore how social support relates to emotional availability for learn-
ing, it is important to explore mediating factors. In filling the current gap in the lit-
erature, we use structural equation modeling to demonstrate how the relationship
between perceived social support received during COVID-19 relates to being emo-
tionally unavailable for learning through coping and a latent construct of COVID-
19 concerns. As the concerns that students have with COVID-19 are multifaceted,
latent modeling approaches, such as those found in structural equation models,
are better able to comprehensively capture these concerns. Finally, there is grow-
ing interest in international comparisons for better understanding both the unique
and universal aspects associated with students’ mental health during the COVID-19
pandemic (Bareket-Bojmel et al., 2021; Mana et al., 2021). Yet, few international
studies have addressed coping of university students (Schiff et al., 2021; Tasso et al.,
2021), especially in the context of social support and learning availability. Notably,
there have been considerable differences among countries in the spread of the virus
and governmental mitigation guidelines (Mana et al., 2021), which may interact with
more fundamental differences in the social contexts of higher education and socie-
ties at large. It is therefore important to learn from the similarities and differences in
students’ social support, coping, COVID-19 concerns, and availability for learning
across multiple countries. Thus, we also test the moderating role of students being
located in American and Israeli university institutions.

2 Theoretical framework

Our study’s theoretical framework is informed by previous work on coping and its
relationship to social support (Lazarus, 1993; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). As out-
lined by Lazarus and Folkman (1984), problem-focused coping entails using active
strategies, such as seeking support and planning, to manage stressors, while emo-
tion-focused coping entails processing emotions, such as reappraising stressors as
non-threatening (Lazarus, 1993; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Riley & Park, 2014).
In relation to academics, recent research has found that students using more prob-
lem-focused coping strategies have demonstrated more positive academic outcomes
(Gustems-Carnicer & Calderdn, 2013). As stress often occurs when an individual’s
available resources do not meet their needs (Hobfoll et al., 1997), coping theory
becomes particularly important in understanding students’ responses to COVID-19.
Here, social support can act as an important resource that can help students effec-
tively cope with the stressors associated with the pandemic, ultimately improving
academic outcomes (Gustems-Carnicer & Calderdn, 2013; Gustems-Carnicer et al.,
2019).

Regarding social support, previous research has demonstrated that receiving
social support—and even perceiving social support—can operate as an important
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resource in times of distress, often contributing to overall wellbeing (Hobfoll
et al., 1997; Schwarzer & Knoll, 2007). As outlined by Schwarzer et al. (2004),
social support can take many forms, including but not limited to instrumental
support (e.g., helping to solve a problem), tangible support (e.g., providing goods
and services), informational support (e.g., providing advice), and emotional
support (e.g., giving reassurance). While received social support often requires
individuals to recall specific past experiences, perceived social support is mostly
used to measure the availability of social support and/or general satisfaction with
social support received (Sarason et al., 1990). Given the various ways in which
individuals experience stress from the pandemic and subsequently seek support in
response to these stressors, many researchers have focused on the latter to broadly
understand how individuals perceive their social support (Pat-Horenczyk et al.,
2022).

There is extensive evidence demonstrating how social support can act as a pro-
tective factor against mental health difficulties, especially in stressful situations
(Chao, 2011). In the context of university students, lack of emotional availabil-
ity for learning may represent a proximal indicator for mental health difficulties
during the pandemic. When considering the role of coping during the pandemic,
social support may impact emotional unavailability for learning in multiple ways.
First, social support may reduce the associations between stress and mental health
difficulties by facilitating more adaptive coping strategies to better handle the sit-
uation (Baqutayan, 2015). Indeed, social support has been associated with coping
behaviors among college students. More specifically, the level of perceived social
support was positively associated with students’ use of problem-focused cop-
ing. Second, social support may reduce or prevent a stressful appraisal response
during the pandemic. Here, the mere acknowledgement that others may provide
essential resources may redefine the negativity of the event and enhance the per-
ceived ability to cope with it. In the context of stressful events, such as COVID-
19, problem-focused strategies are often considered more effective at handling
difficult situations (Asberg et al., 2008), like virtual learning.

3 Conceptual model and hypothesis development

The proposed conceptual model applies theories of coping to higher education
at a particular time of widespread distress—the COVID-19 pandemic (Fig. 1).
Focusing on students’ emotional health, we conceptualize a moderated-mediation
model in which perceived social support is related to students’ emotional una-
vailability for learning both directly and indirectly through coping and COVID-
19 concerns. In both cases, these relationships are moderated by country effects,
which demonstrate the degree to which these relationships are significantly differ-
ent across a sample of students from the U.S. and Israel.
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Fig. 1 Conceptual model

3.1 Path 1: perceived social support and emotional unavailability for learning

In times of distress, students often seek support from their social surroundings,
which—as seen in the case of COVID-19—can be related to improved mental
health and other adjacent outcomes (Meng et al., 2020). Indeed, for college students,
social support has not only been a strong predictor of health (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984), but also a strong predictor of academic persistence (Mallinckrodt, 1988) and
achievement (DeBerard et al., 2004). Thus, we include a path from social support
directly to emotional unavailability for learning.

More recently, researchers have begun to explore how social support impacts aca-
demic performance though particular mechanisms, often through mediation analy-
ses (Dupont et al., 2015). For example, recent research found a partial mediating
effect of online learning self-efficacy in the relationship between social supports
and well-being among Chinese college students (Zhou & Yu, 2021). We therefore
include additional paths to emotional unavailability for learning—including coping
and COVID-19 concerns.

3.2 Path 2: perceived social support and COVID-19 coping

Social support can often be seen as a buffer on distress (Wheaton, 1985) and an
important piece of the coping process (Thoits, 1986). Research on COVID-19 con-
sistently demonstrates a strong relationship between social support, coping, and
psychological distress (Park et al., 2021). Specifically, increasing social support can
increase positive coping behaviors during social isolation (Moore & Lucas, 2021).
Additionally, among college students in China, social support and adaptive cop-
ing strategies were related to decreased psychological distress (Yu et al., 2020). In
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accordance with theories of coping and social support, we include a path from social
support to COVID-19 Coping.

3.3 Path 3: COVID-19 coping and emotional unavailability for learning

While the relationships between coping and learning availability have received less
attention in the literature, effective coping strategies have been linked to improved
academic performance (Gustems-Carnicer et al., 2019; Shields, 2001). In an ado-
lescent sample, recent research found that social support from family members and
teachers increased students’ ability to cope with the demands of distance learning
(Berger et al., 2021). Additionally, in a study conducted during COVID-19, the
authors found that better coping strategies were associated with a reduction in the
strength of the relationship between exam-related anxiety and self-efficacy, which
supports the idea that coping can promote greater availability for learning (Arora
et al., 2021). We therefore include a path from COVID-19 coping to emotional una-
vailability for learning.

3.4 Path 4: COVID-19 coping and COVID-19 concerns

Research on COVID-19 has also revealed that individuals with more emotion-
focused coping styles were protected against worrying about COVID-19 (Sebri
et al., 2021). These coping strategies were also associated with reduced anxiety
scores (Cincidda et al., 2022). Taken together, these findings suggest that effective
coping strategies may reduce further concerns about the pandemic. Therefore, we
include a path from COVID-19 coping to COVID-19 concerns.

3.5 Path 5: COVID-19 concerns and emotional unavailability for learning

Sources of stress have long been considered impediments of academic performance
(Frazier et al., 2019; Sohail, 2013). As COVID-19 represents a significant stressor,
emergent research demonstrates that college students report high levels of COVID-
19 concerns (Son et al., 2020). Moreover, recent research demonstrates that greater
pandemic-related stress and concerns are associated with poor academic perfor-
mance (Oducado & Estoque, 2021). As a result, we include a path from COVID-19
concerns to emotional unavailability for learning.

3.6 Studentsin the U.S. and Israel

Research has suggested that Israeli individuals may place a stronger emphasis on
group membership, social cohesiveness, and solidarity—especially in times of
collective stress or traumatic events (Ben-Dor et al., 2008; Birenbaum-Carmeli,
2001; Israeli et al., 2018). As a result, relationships between social support and
coping may be stronger in Israel. At the same time, with potentially compound-
ing sources of distress given the widespread coverage and attention around
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police brutality in the U.S. during the pandemic, the relationships between
COVID-19 concerns and emotional unavailability for learning might be weaker.

As a result, we hypothesize that perceived social support during COVID-19
will be negatively related to emotional unavailability for learning both directly
and indirectly. We also hypothesize that the relationship between perceived
social support and coping, as well as between COVID-19 concerns and learn-
ing availability will be stronger for students in Israel. With a more homogenous
population of students in Israel, we hypothesize that social support from their
surroundings may be stronger among Israeli students. Moreover, when consider-
ing the timeframe of when a large proportion of U.S. respondents completed the
survey, we hypothesize that other concerns, such as concerns for racial justice,
may have resulted in COVID-19 concerns having a relatively smaller influence
on emotional unavailability for learning in the U.S. We therefore ask the follow-
ing questions:

(1) How does perceived social support during COVID-19 relate to university stu-
dents’ emotional unavailability for learning?

(2) Is this relationship mediated by students’ coping and COVID-19 concerns?

(3) Are these relationships moderated by university’s country?

4 Methods
4.1 Data source

Our survey was conducted at four different universities: (a) the Brown School
at Washington University in St. Louis, which offers graduate programs in social
work, public health, and social policy (n=341; students completing the survey
from May 6th to May 15th); (b) the Schools of Social Welfare, Nursing, Health
Technology and Management, and the Graduate School at Stony Brook Univer-
sity (SBU), a State University of New York (SUNY) institution on Long Island
(n=428; students completing the survey from June 22" to August 23™); (c) the
undergraduate and graduate student body at the University of Colorado—Col-
orado Springs campus (n=933; students completing the survey from June 8"
to August 28™), and (d) the undergraduate student body at Hebrew University
(n=4555; students completing the survey from March 23" to May 18, 2020).
All universities received IRB approval and conducted the survey online through
an online survey provider (e.g. Qualtrics). A small proportion of our overall
sample (< 10%) was removed by list-wise deletion leaving a total of 5814 stu-
dent participants in our final sample—1391 from the U.S. and 4423 from Israel.
Despite the variety in graduate and undergraduate students in the combined sam-
ple, it is important to note that the country samples were quite similar on their
makeups across sex (U.S.=28% male; Israel=33% male) and age (U.S.=27;
Israel =27).
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4.2 Measures
4.2.1 Perceived social support

One item measured students’ perceived social support: “How much emotional sup-
port do you receive from your surroundings?”’ Response options ranged from 1=no
support at all to 10=a lot of support.

4.2.2 COVID-19 coping

One item assessed students’ coping with COVID-19: “How well are you coping
with the COVID-19 pandemic?” Response options ranged from 1=not coping well
at all to 10=coping extremely well.

4.2.3 COVID-19 concerns

Five items were used to assess students’ COVID-19 concerns including: Concerns
for Contracting COVID-19 Virus (“How worried are you that any person may
pass the virus to you?”), Concerns for Increasing Infections (“How worried are
you about the growing number of infected people in the U.S./Israel?”), Concerns
for Global Spread (“How worried are you about the spread of the virus around the
world?”), Concerns for Not Having a Vaccine (“How worried are you that there is
currently no vaccination or cure for the virus?”), and Concerns for Insufficient Pro-
tections. (“How worried are you that measures are not sufficient to stop the spread
of the virus?”). Response options for these items included: 1=not at all worried;
2 =slightly worried; 3=moderately worried; 4=very worried; and 5=extremely
worried.

4.2.4 Emotional unavailability for learning

One item measured students’ emotional unavailability for learning. Respondents
were asked how well the following statement describes their situation during the
past semester: “I was not emotionally available for studying these days; my mind
was elsewhere”. Response items included: 1 =does not describe my situation at all;
2 =slightly describes my situation; 3 =moderately describes my situation; 4 =mostly
describes my situation; and 5 =exactly describes my situation.

4.3 Data analysis plan

In order to explore the relationships among perceived support, coping, COVID-19
concerns, and emotional unavailability for learning, we employed a structural equation
modeling (SEM) approach. SEM allows us to simultaneously test the significance and
strength of multiple hypothesized structural relationships over time with both observed
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and latent variables (Kline, 2006; Muthén & Muthén, 2009). Similar to Jabbari et al.
(2022), we employed a four-step process in our analytic approach using Mplus (Version
8).

e Step 1 included performing confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in order to create a
valid latent construct of COVID-19 Concerns.

e Step 2 involved a single-group SEM to understand the mediating role of COVID-
19 coping and concerns on the relationship between social support and emotional
unavailability for learning. Within our SEM models, we used a mean and variance-
adjusted weighted least squares WSLMV estimator, which involves both diagonal
and full weight matrices to compute standard errors and is robust to non-normal
multivariate distributions within our data. In doing so, we used a probit link func-
tion.

e Step 3 included performing a multi-group confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA)
to demonstrate group invariance across our latent construct. We tested three differ-
ent models of group invariance: (a) a configural model in which the structure of the
CFA is the same, but factor loadings and item intercepts (thresholds with ordered
categorical data) are free to vary across groups; (b) a metric model in which the
factor loadings are constrained to be equal across groups; and (c) a scalar model
in which the factor loadings and item intercepts are constrained to be equal across
groups (Byrne, 2011). In order to test differences in structural paths across groups,
metric invariance must be attained; in order to test differences in latent means
across groups, scalar invariance must be attained (Byrne, 2011).

e Finally, step 4 included conducting a multi-group structural equation modeling
(MGSEM) to understand the moderating effects of students’ countries. In order
to test moderating effects, structural paths are constrained—one at a time—to be
equal across groups (Bowen & Guo, 2011). Because models with new param-
eter constraints are nested within previous less-restrictive models, chi-squared
difference tests can be used to determine whether or not more-restrictive mod-
els have statistically significant worse levels of fit (Bowen & Guo, 2011). While
chi-square tests can be sensitive to large samples (N>400) in determining
overall levels of fit in SEM, they are more reliable in testing differences in fit
across groups (Bowen & Guo, 2011) and generally used in testing moderation
effects in MGSEM. If more-restrictive models do have worse levels of fit, then
previous less-restrictive models—where parameters are allowed to vary across
groups—are retained (Bowen & Guo, 2011). The parameters that are allowed to
vary across groups demonstrate a moderating effect of the group (Bowen & Guo,
2011).

5 Results
5.1 Model fit

We first ran a CFA model for the total sample where COVID-19 Concerns was
loaded on by the following factors: Concerns for Contracting the Virus, Concerns
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for Increasing Infections, Concerns for Global Spread, Concerns for Not Having
a Vaccine, and Concerns for Insufficient Protections. In order to identify the latent
construct, the Concerns for Contracting the Virus factor loading was fixed to 1.0.
Additionally, in order to improve model fit, the modification indexes in the original
output were used to identify potential error correlations. In doing so, Concerns for
Increasing Infections was correlated with Concerns for Global Spread and Concerns
for Not Having a Vaccine; Concerns for Not Having a Vaccine was also correlated
with Concerns for Contracting the Virus. All factor loadings were statistically sig-
nificant, had similar loadings, and had standardized values above 0.7, which exceeds
the 0.4 threshold recommended by Stevens (1992). Overall, the CFA model had an
excellent fit to the data (RMSEA =0.000; CFI=1.000).

Second, we ran an SEM to test our theoretical model (Fig. 1). Again, our model
had an excellent level of fit to the data (RMSEA =0.041; CFI=0.997). Third, we ran
three Multi-Group CFA (MGCFA) models: a configural model (RMSEA =0.043;
CFI=1.000); a metric model (RMSEA =0.030; CFI=1.000); and a scalar model
(RMSEA =0.061; CFI=0.996). All three models had excellent levels of fit to the
data. Moreover, the metric model was not significantly different from the config-
ural model (Chi-Square difference value=6.799; df difference=4; and p =.147),
which allows us to use the same factor loadings across groups and by doing so, com-
pare path coefficients. However, the scalar model was significantly different from
the metric model (Chi-Square difference value=222.005; df difference=14; and
p =.000). Therefore, we constrained item intercepts (i.e. thresholds in the case of
ordinal variables) one at a time to see if a partially constrained scalar model was
significantly different from the metric model. We found that models when the inter-
cepts (thresholds) of Concerns for Increasing Infections and Concerns for Insuf-
ficient Protections were constrained to be equal, the scalar model was not signifi-
cantly different from the metric model. Thus, we were able to achieve partial metric
invariance by allowing the intercepts (thresholds) for Concerns for Contracting the
Virus, Concerns for Global Spread, and Concerns for Not Having a Vaccine to vary.
As a result, we are able to estimate the mean differences in COVID-19 concerns
across groups. Additionally, we tested the invariance of our error correlations, find-
ing that the correlation between Concerns for Concerns for Increasing Infections
and Concerns for Not Having a Vaccine was not invariant across groups, and thus
was estimated separately across samples. Finally, in our MGSEM we found that the
relationships between (a) Social Suport and COVID-19 Coping, (b) COVID-19 Cop-
ing and COVID-19 Concerns, and (c) COVID-19 Concerns and Emotional unavail-
ability for Learning were not invariant across groups, and thus were also estimated
separately across samples.

5.2 Model results

To compare descriptive statistics across samples, we performed a series of inde-
pendent sample t-tests across study variables. As seen in Tables 1 and 2, stu-
dents in Israel have moderately higher levels of COVID-19 coping, no differences
in levels of perceived social support, and moderately higher levels of emotional
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics

for US sample (N=1391) Variable M SD Min Max
Concerns: contracting virus 2917 1.188 1 5
Concerns: increasing infections 3472 1254 1 5
Concerns: global spread 3434 1217 1 5
Concerns: no vaccine 3.169 1.341 1 5
Concerns: insufficient protection 2.877 1332 1 5
COVID-19 coping 6.566 2.070 1 10
Perceived social support 7455 2338 1 10
Emotional unavailability for learning 2.843 1.367 1 5
Table 2 Descriptive statistics for Israel sample (N=4423)
Variable M SD Min Max
Concerns: contracting virus 3.116%%* 1.107 1 5
Concerns: increasing infections 3.39% 1.066 1 5
Concerns: global spread 3.58% % 1.060 1 5
Concerns: no vaccine 3.27% 1.173 1 5
Concerns: insufficient protection 2.894 1.165 1 5
COVID-19 coping 7.245%%% 2.034 1 10
Perceived social support 7.513 2.381 1 10
Emotional unavailability for learning 3.102%%% 1.328 1 5

Asterisks represent if sample means from Israel sample were statistically different from US sample
means

“p<.05; ¥ p < .01; ##¥p < 001

unavailability for learning. There are slight differences in the variables that are
used to create our latent construct of COVID-19 concerns, as students from Israel
were slightly more concerned about contracting the virus, the global spread of
the virus, and not having a vaccine for the virus. Conversely, students from Israel
were slightly less concerned about increasing infections. Despite these differ-
ences, we found that students in Israel did not have significantly different levels
of COVID-19 concerns (estimate=—0.050; SE=0.035; p =.152) from our par-
tially scalar invariant CFA model. While strong correlations of COVID-19 con-
cern indicators were observed across samples (Tables 3 and 4), our use of a latent
construct reduces the concerns of multi-collinearity in this context.

When considering our MGSEM model, our results confirm our theoretical
model. Perceived social support was negatively related to emotional unavail-
ability for learning (—.044, p <.001) and positively related to COVID-19 coping
(US=.224, p<.001; Israel=.311, p<.001); COVID-19 coping was negatively
related to emotional unavailability for learning (—.161, p <.001) and negatively
related to COVID-19 concerns (US=-.168, p <.001; Israel=—.108, p <.001);
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Table 3 Spearman rank order correlations (U.S.)
Variables M 2) 3 ) (5) (6) @ ®)
(1) Concerns: contracting 1
virus
(2) Concerns: increasing 711 1
infections
(3) Concerns: global spread ~ .685 827 1
(4) Concerns: no vaccine 599 .622 .624 1
(5) Concerns: insufficient 613 .631 587 .626 1
protection
(6) COVID-19 coping -317 -306 —-.293 -351 -317 1
(7) Perceived social support —.061 —.023 —.035 —.041 —.040 351 1
(8) Emotional unavailability ~ .191 205 .188 180 210 -377 -178 1
for learning
Bold values are statistically significant (p <.05)
Table 4 Spearman rank order correlations (Israel)
Variables 1 ) 3) ) (5) (6) @ ®)
(1) Concerns: contracting 1
virus
(2) Concerns: increasing .603 1
infections
(3) Concerns: global spread  .554 729 1
(4) Concerns: no vaccine 515 571 584 1
(5) Concerns: insufficient 516 480 461 519 1
protection
(6) COVID-19 coping -271 -.259 -—-.260 -—-.284 -—-.262 1
(7) Perceived social support —.068 —.052 —.033 —.068 —.089 407 1
(8) Emotional unavailability — .242 255 244 241 235 —425 -—-.238 1

for learning

Bold values are statistically significant (p <.05)

and COVID-19 concerns were positively related to emotional unavailability for
learning (US=.151, p <.001; Israel =.379, p <.001).

Additionally, COVID-19 coping, as well as COVID-19 concerns, significantly
mediated the relationships between perceived social support and emotional unavail-
ability for learning, while COVID-19 concerns also significantly mediated the rela-
tionships between COVID-19 coping and unavailability for learning. The indirect
effect of perceived social support on emotional unavailability for learning through
COVID-19 coping was —.036, p<.001 for students in the U.S. and —.050, p <.001
for students in Israel. These indirect effects accounted for 42% and 47% of the
total effects, respectively. The indirect effect of perceived social support on emo-
tional unavailability for learning through COVID-19 coping and COVID-19 con-
cerns (together) was —.006 (p <.001) for students in the US and —.013 (p <.001)
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for students in Israel. These indirect effects accounted for 7% and 12% of the total
effects, respectively. The indirect effect of COVID-19 coping on unavailability for
learning through COVID-19 concerns was —0.025 (p <.001) for students in the US
and —.041 (p<.001) for students in Israel. These indirect effects accounted for 13%
and 20% of the total effects, respectively (Table 5).

Finally, students’ country significantly moderated the relationships between (a)
perceived social support and COVID-19 coping, (b) COVID-19 coping and COVID-
19 concerns, and (¢c) COVID-19 concerns and emotional unavailability for learn-
ing. Specifically, the relationship between perceived social support and COVID-19
coping was moderately stronger for students in Israel (0.224, p<0.001 in the U.S.
compared to 0.311, p<.001 in Israel); the relationship between COVID-19 coping
and COVID-19 concerns was moderately stronger for students in the U.S. (—0.168,
p<.001 in the U.S. compared to —0.108, p<.001 in Israel); and the relationship
between COVID-19 concerns and emotional unavailability for learning was substan-
tially stronger for students in Israel (0.151, p<.001 in the U.S. compared to 0.379,
p<.001 in Israel). Unsurprisingly, the percent of variance explained in COVID-19
coping was larger in Israel (0.064 in the U.S. compared to 0.132 in Israel). Addi-
tionally, the percent of variance explained in COVID-19 concerns was larger in the
U.S. (0.156 in the U.S. compared to 0.127 in Israel). Finally, the percent of variance
explained in emotional unavailability for learning was larger in Israel (0.187 in the
US compared to 0.244 in Israel).

6 Discussion

As COVID-19 upended daily living around the world, college students experienced
significant disruption and distress. Universities responded in a variety of ways,
offering support by way of academic flexibilities, financial resources, living accom-
modations, and continued counseling and mental health services. However, in the
context of lockdowns, social isolation, online learning, and other concerns around
the pandemic, many students still struggled with emotional unavailability for learn-
ing. To explore why and how this occurred, we utilize a unique sample of students
from four universities in the U.S. and Israel. While research has examined incidence
of student depression and anxiety (Schiff et al., 2021), the effects of the pandemic on
factors such as sleep, motivation, and concern for peers (Tasso et al., 2021), and sig-
nificant factors related to the pandemic influencing mental health (Ren et al., 2021),
we present the first cross-national findings of how perceived social support relates to
academic engagement through COVID-19 coping and related concerns for students.

Notably, higher levels of perceived social support were associated with lower lev-
els of emotional unavailability for learning. In other words, the more social support
an individual perceived, the more likely they were to perceive themselves as being
emotionally available for studying and learning. This finding is consistent previous
literature suggesting that social support is a resource that contributes to numerous
areas of wellbeing and functioning (Hobfoll et al., 1997; Schwarzer & Knoll, 2007),
such as academic engagement.
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Additionally, we find that a significant part of this relationship occurred through
greater rates of coping and fewer concerns about various facets of the COVID-19
pandemic—including both personal factors (e.g., contracting the virus) as well as
societal and global factors (e.g., overall increases in infections, global spread). Con-
sistent with theories of coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), we find that perceived
social support directly predicted students’ coping during the pandemic. Further-
more, COVID-19 coping negatively predicted COVID-19 concerns and unavail-
ability for learning, such that individuals with higher levels of coping had fewer
COVID-19 concerns and were less likely to perceiving themselves as emotionally
unavailable for learning. Moreover, COVID-19 concerns were positively associated
with unavailability for learning, indicating that COVID-19-related concerns likely
detract from an individual’s emotional resources for learning and studying, which is
consistent with previous literature on resource loss (Hobfoll et al., 1997).

Furthermore, consistent with the theoretical understanding that social support
leads to positive outcomes in the face of stress through improved coping (Benight
et al.,, 1999; Schwarzer & Knoll, 2007), tests of indirect effects indicated that
COVID-19 coping and COVID-19 concerns mediated the relationship between
social support and emotional unavailability for learning. This suggests that social
support contributes to greater coping abilities and, subsequently, fewer COVID-19
concerns, which ultimately, results in greater emotional availability for learning;
or, conversely—lower social support leads to poorer coping abilities and greater
COVID-19 concerns, which limits emotional availability for learning.

Moreover, despite having similar amounts of social supports from their respective
surroundings, our findings demonstrate that students in Israel, on average, reported
coping better with the COVID-19 pandemic than U.S. based students. Despite hav-
ing similar levels of COVID-19 concerns, Israeli students were also slightly less
available for learning. In addition, the relationship between perceived social support
and COVID-19 coping, as well as the relationship between COVID-19 concerns and
emotional unavailability for learning, was stronger for students in Israel, while the
relationship between COVID-19 coping and COVID-19 concerns was stronger for
students in the U.S. The stronger associations between perceived support and cop-
ing among students in Israel students may stem from the collectivist characteristic
of the Israeli society which emphasizes group membership, social cohesiveness,
and solidarity—especially in times of collective stress or traumatic events (Ben-Dor
et al., 2008; Birenbaum-Carmeli, 2001; Israeli et al., 2018). Embedded within social
cohesiveness and solidarity is the high value attributed to social support, which can
be seen as a major resource for better coping. These values are emphasized in stress
and coping theories (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), as well as in research on collective
trauma (Besser & Neria, 2012; Leshem et al., 2023; Schiff et al., 2010).

Alongside the collectivistic characteristics, Israel is also known as a family-ori-
ented society (Gavriel-Fried & Shilo, 2017), which emphasizes the value of large
families and strong ties with extended family members (Granek et al., 2017). During
the COVID-19 pandemic, such orientation may raise multiple concerns about the
health of extended family members and friends that may hamper Israeli students’
emotional availability for learning to a greater degree than that of U.S. students.
These interpretations may also support our finding that the percent of variance
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explained in COVID-19 coping and emotional unavailability for learning was larger
in Israel.

Further exasperating emotional unavailability for learning and the potential ben-
efits of university-offered support, COVID-19 in the U.S. was an especially tense
political and ideological issue, with significant debates on public health practices
among prominent local, state, and national figures. Simultaneously, as many social
and emotional support opportunities were constrained by the pandemic’s stay-at-
home orders, some students engaged in protests and demonstrations on race, racism,
and the Black Lives Matter movement in response to widespread coverage of the
deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and others. These addi-
tional sources of distress may have influenced emotional availability for learning or
the benefits for those who were able to access various supports.

Overall, these findings are consistent with theories of coping and resilience fol-
lowing major life stressors. In line with Lazarus and Folkman’s (Lazarus, 1993;
Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) work on coping, students using active strategies, such
as seeking support, appear better able to manage stressors. Furthermore, in line with
Hobfoll’s conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll et al., 1997), our findings sug-
gest that the presence of social support serves as a catalyst for additional gains that
protect against worry. Specifically, our results suggest that in the context of stress,
psychological resources (social support) not only contribute to psychological well-
being (coping), but also to other domains of functioning (availability for learn-
ing). Although our study did not assess self-efficacy beliefs, previous research in
social-cognitive theory has suggested that the relationship between social support
and trauma-related distress is mediated by self-efficacy, such that when individuals
receive social support, their self-efficacy increases and they experience less trauma-
related distress (Benight et al., 1999). Our results tell a similar story: it seems that
when students affected by COVID-19 perceive social support, they are better able to
cope and engage in educational activities.

6.1 Limitations

We acknowledge a few limitations for interpreting our results and applying them
in other contexts. First, the cross-sectional samples provide a snapshot of student
experience and attitudes during distinct periods early in the pandemic during 2020.
Therefore, we cannot be sure of the direction of the variable relationships. Moreo-
ver, the exact pandemic circumstances may have changed (e.g., infection rates, stay-
at-home policies) during the survey administration period. For example, at various
times throughout the survey period, there were cross-country differences in both
COVID-19 infection rates and mitigation guidelines (Bareket-Bojmel et al., 2021).
Here, differences in infection risks, as well as the extent of the mitigation guide-
lines, could potentially alter individuals’ routines and ultimately alter their levels
of psychological distress and coping during the pandemic (Bareket-Bojmel et al.,
2021). Nevertheless, as individuals in each country experienced significant impacts
of COVID-19 on their daily experiences over the survey duration, our findings sug-
gest that other cultural, political, and social factors beyond differences in COVID-19
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cases and policies may be present, especially when considering differences in the
relationships across our study constructs and not merely differences in the con-
structs themselves.

Additionally, as this study is the first of its kind to examine these relationships
in this distinct context, we leveraged unique single-item constructs to measure per-
ceived social support, coping, and emotional unavailability for learning at the onset
of the pandemic. With limited survey space and time, single-item constructs allowed
us to capture students’ general perceptions across a range of domains—including a
new area of emotional academic engagement, which allowed us to understand novel
relationships across multiple domains. However, we recognize that additional items
may be leveraged in the future to capture nuances within these constructs, as well
as to describe these measures more comprehensively. In this regard, future research
should explore additional items related to these constructs, such as items from
the Social Support Questionnaire. This would allow for a deeper examination and
understanding of the kinds of social, emotional, and other supports that universi-
ties could employ in an effort to increase availability for learning. Future research
should also explore who is providing support and how this support is being pro-
vided, which can help inform more effective interventions. Moreover, additional sur-
vey waves and longitudinal analysis of coping trajectories could allow for increased
knowledge of how social supports may have interacted with COVID-19 coping,
concerns, and availability for learning over time. Furthermore, while self-perception
and self-report measures ca offer meaningful insight into student experience, studies
that incorporate academic performance metrics can supplement our findings with
specific impacts student performance and observed learning.

Finally, considering external validity, while survey participants included 5418
total students across a range of academic programs at the undergraduate and gradu-
ate level from four universities, we recognize that our sample and findings may not
be interpretable in a way that reflects all university settings and contexts. Findings
should also be considered with the potential for some selection bias, as students who
were more affected by COVID-19 may have been more likely to participate in the
university surveys.

6.2 Conclusion

Stemming from our central finding—that increased social support had a positive
relationship with coping and a negative relationship with availability for learning—
our study offers important implications for colleges and universities. For example, as
early research on COVID-19’s associations with mental health have found increased
depression and anxiety (Ageel et al., 2022; Cao et al., 2020; Han et al., 2013; Odrio-
zola-Gonzélez et al., 2020; Qiu et al., 2020), universities may want to consider sus-
tained investments in additional resources related to student wellness. Furthermore,
as research has found that students reported increased support and better adjustment
from peer-mentoring programs during the pandemic (Rastegar Kazerooni et al.,
2020), the resources that universities consider may range from community building
opportunities to formal counseling services.
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Moving forward, pandemic preparedness and response must extend beyond test-
ing protocols, contact tracing, and quarantine logistics. At their foundation, universi-
ties are providers of education and learning opportunities, yet students may not be
able to effectively access these opportunities without the necessary emotional and
practical supports. Therefore, universities should adopt innovative strategies to bol-
ster social support, coping mechanisms, and emotional availability for learning—
even when students are remote. Here, universities could consider offering web-based
or computer-delivered mental health support services, which have shown positive
results in recent years (Davies et al., 2014). Moreover, while our model does not
distinguish demographic characteristics, recent research has identified the disparate
impacts of the pandemic by race and ethnicity (Jabbari et al., 2022), socioeconomic
status (Aucejo et al., 2020), gender (Zolotov et al., 2022), and age (Qiu et al., 2020).
Thus, universities should also prioritize the needs of these groups in the services
they offer before, during, and after times of crisis.
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